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Introduction/Theoretical Framework

Vicarious experiences that build skills while increasing self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977) are powerful for teacher development, both pedagogically and technically (Anderson et al., 1992; Montgomery, 1957; Stripling & Barrick, 2013). These opportunities recognize and support development among early-career (Duncan et al., 2006), mid-career (Smith & Smalley, 2018), and late-career (King et al., 2019) teachers. Meeting the needs of all students is a constantly emerging challenge as school-based agricultural education (SBAE) teachers create inclusive, diverse, and equitable learning environments (Wood et al., 2023). Given the amount of pressure placed on SBAE teachers, there are significant support gaps among SBAE teachers regarding resources, training, support for mental health, job security and professional relationships with community members, parents and administrative support (Marsh et al., 2023). Similarly, feelings of belongingness in an individuals’ personal and professional life influence support networks and teacher turnover (DeLay & Washburn, 2013; McLeod, 2018; Stephens et al., 2011). 		

Alongside critical teacher retention needs in connectivity and mental readiness (Marsh et al., 2023; Moser & McKim, 2020; 2021) is the effectiveness of professional development programming (Dahiya & Jha, 2011; Lin et al., 2011; Sork & Buskey, 1986). Bell’s (1975) recommendation for valuable professional development identified that, professional growth is a personal responsibility, in-service education programs should be responsive to the cultural and economic change, and in-service education should be a shared responsibility. These needs are critical for delivering quality professional development programs. Literature shows they vary on educational experience, technical knowledge, time spent in the profession, and contextual factors (Bell, 1975; Christensen et al., 2009; DiBenedetto et al., 2018; Duncan et al., 2006; Easterly & Myers, 2019; Garton & Chung, 1996; King et al., 2019; Layfield & Dobbins, 2002). While the needs of teachers are greatly identified (Anderson et al., 1992; Bell, 1975; Delay & Washburn, 2013; Eck et al., 2020; Guskey, 2003; Lamm et al., 2017; McKim & Velez, 2015; Moser & McKim, 2020; 2021), the impact of professional development on those needs is limited.

Therefore, a conceptual framework was developed to assess the perceptions and actions of SBAE teachers toward professional engagement and longevity. The Conceptual Model for Developing SBAE Teachers Intentions to Teach uses the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB; Ajzen, 1991), Teacher Human Capital Framework (Myung et al., 2013), and A Conceptual Model for Teacher Professional Development (Sancar et al., 2021) to depict the attitudes, norms, and perceptions that are perceived prior to engagement in teacher professional development, further developed within, and influenced by the intentions of SBAE teachers to remain in the profession. Further, Myung et al.’s. (2013) framework is a cyclical process that includes acquiring, developing, sustaining, and continually evaluating experiences that are further developing SBAE teachers throughout their career (Sancar et al., 2021). The chaos of the environment is systematic through continual development, contextual factors, and experiences which influence longevity.

Purpose/Objectives

Intentional professional development is a critical component to why teachers remain in the profession (Solomonson et al., 2021) and teacher-created professional networks empower collaboration while deterring teacher turnover (Delay & Washburn, 2013). The quality of the whole teacher is significant in enhancing knowledge, skills, and attitudes (Myung et al., 2013) and ultimately influences student outcomes (Eck et al., 2020; Guskey, 2003). This study explores how SBAE teachers’ perceive professional development through attitudes, norms, and controls.

Methods

To obtain a holistic understanding of professional development perceptions of SBAE teachers, a qualitative inquiry was used to investigate the lived experiences of participants. A semi-structured interview protocol was developed based on previous quantitative findings as part of the larger study (Sewell, 2024). Specific questions, derived from the quantitative data analysis aimed to “evoke good responses” (Stake, 1995). Six questions were created: three questions asking about experiences with professional development on a local, state, and national level; a question related to relevant professional development offerings; a question relating to stress, burnout, and mental health, and a question related to why teachers stay in the profession. The protocol was evaluated for face and content validity based on the suggestions from Salkind (2010) by a review panel with over 70 years of experience teaching and conducting research in SBAE. A stratified, probability sampling procedure was used to identify 175 SBAE teachers who identified they were willing to participate in a follow-up interview. The probability sampling procedure considered the personal and professional characteristics of SBAE teachers to achieve representation of gender, experience, and certification (Creswell, 2015). Fifteen semi-structure interviews were conducted via zoom for approximately 30 minutes each with SBAE teachers who spanned 5 NAAE regions with various years of experience, certification types, educational degrees and program sizes. At the end of each interview, interview transcripts were downloaded from Zoom and uploaded to otter.ai online software to be transcribed verbatim and validated (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Stake, 1995). 

Qualitative data were analyzed through a process of transcription, coding, and interpretation (Creswell, 2015). Dedoose, a qualitative analysis program, was then employed to explore the data, organize codes, and determine themes without replacing the researcher’s ability to conduct analysis (Patton, 2002). Open, axial, and selective coding were used as the framework for analysis (Saldaña, 2016). Field notes, interview transcripts, and quantitative data were used to triangulate the data. Qualitative rigor was established through Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) criteria for trustworthiness through triangulation and rich, thick descriptive data (Creswell, 2015), ensuring credibility (Creswell, 2013; Privitera, 2017). Due to the level of my involvement in this study as the primary investigator, potential biases were presented based on my related experiences and perspectives. I attempted to control these biases during the qualitative process by following a structured interview protocol, taking notes of non-verbal communication, and using bracketing during the analysis of participants’ interviews (Calsyn & Winter, 1999).

Findings

Fifteen interviews resulted in the emergence of four overarching themes, including, why we go, if we go, what we need, and why we stay. Each of the four themes resulted in supporting subthemes to further carry participant’s voice. 

Theme: Why We Go 
Subtheme: Support Local
Regardless of the size, the school districts provide structure that is appreciated by the SBAE teachers. Jamie shared they have covered literacy and Walker shared “my experience has been that it is geared toward academic focus teachers” in addition to the state required topics as mentioned by John and others. Monica shared she always goes because “they’re related to what we’re trying to accomplish as a district” and values collaborating with the other teachers in the building. Further, Walker shared, “I don’t get a lot out of professional development on the local level, other than camaraderie with teachers, to be honest…” 

Subtheme: The Juice is Worth the Squeeze
Simply stated by Kayce, “I look forward to participating in the statewide ag teacher stuff. Because… that’s why I do this. That’s why I want to be here.” Lloyd shares his career stage mindset as “This makes 34 years and you would think, oh man, this gentleman doesn’t believe in professional development, but I still believe there is something to learn.” Ryan further discussed their state teacher supply and demand, he stated, “our college is only going to graduate four kids with an AgEd degree this year and we have somewhere around 22 openings” as he discussed the importance of supporting teachers. Lainey shared, “one of the best things about professional development is actually just being able to talk to each other outside the classroom and have time even outside of the curriculum, just to be able to have that interaction.”
 
Subtheme: These Are My People
Ryan shared “we’ve become kind of a nice social network for ourselves because we deal with a lot of the same issues, being in big schools.” In addition, Ryan shared “we need more of a social network like that for ag teachers.” Similarly, Kayce shared his involvement in professional development opportunities has positively impacted him through networking by sharing: “it’s just like the conversations you have with your students before the national convention… everybody is the same everywhere. Jimmy felt the same and further suggested getting a mentor and building yourself a strong network of friends in the profession because it can help us be better as a whole. 

Theme: If We Go
Subtheme: Money, Money, Money
The financial implications of professional development are multifaceted, impacting teachers’ participation and career progression. Emily reflects on the costs, “I know it’s a state requirement for me to be a part of it…but there’s no benefit to me to be a part of it… and I don’t have a lot of money in my program.” On the contrary the financial challenges could be actual dollars in a paycheck. Ryan emphasized the importance of educating young teachers about the financial benefits embedded within school district salary schedules. “Most school districts are on a salary schedule, and you get advancement and pay increases by doing professional development.” 

Subtheme: Administrative Support
SBAE teachers freely discussed both the challenges and benefits to their experiences with administrators. Monica shared her school district has policies in place for the number or professional development days that you can take; “however, a lot of the professional development for ag education takes place at events where you are taking students during the school day.” Acknowledging challenges associated with taking additional days out of the school year that do not include student activities, Summer shared “I have been fortunate that I have had an administration that has allowed me not only to participate in our current, like in the school district professional development but really have allowed me to reach into NAAE as well.” 

Subtheme: Personal Support 
Without being prompted by a specific question from the interview protocol, participants mentioned the influence their spouse had on their professional obligations. Walker’s wife teaches middle school AgEd and he said “it’s definitely, in my opinion, been an advantage for our marriage. We both knew what we were getting into when we started.” In addition, Monica stated “I mean, honestly, I’m very lucky, I have a supportive spouse at home who is more than capable of running the show in my absence.” Given this supportive understanding, SBAE teachers still stated the boundaries they informed for their personal life. Laramie stated “If I don’t have to be away from my house and be away from home, I’m trying not to. It’s more personal than anything.” Ultimately, Mia said it boldly “I’m not going to be a statistic.”

Theme: What We Need
Subtheme: Practical Skills
“Just new stuff, you know, new technology that that we can get excited about I suppose” Lainey shared. Lainey and Colby both mentioned but Kayce stated, “Right off the top, the low hanging fruit is, there’s not enough mechanics type, professional development. The flip side of that is I don’t have a great solution, I’ve racked my brain over it, and I have a few ideas. But you need time, you need resources, you need money - to be able to do that kind of professional development at a at a really hands-on deep level.” “As a provisionally certified teacher and not a traditional educated teacher,” Monica further expanded that the organization and resources in her state, were “really helpful in establishing what I could do in my classroom.” 

Subtheme: Emotional Strength Strategies
Laramie offers insight into the overwhelming nature of the teaching profession, especially for those new to the field. She recounts feedback from student teachers, stating, “I’ve had student teachers… a common thing I’ve heard is that they knew it was a lot, but they didn’t realize how much it was.” She further states the need for SBAE teachers to be effective at their job while sharing “I really learned about boundaries and when to say that was one of those big factors of learning when to say no.” These sentiments are further echoed by Lainey, who, despite not having children, values her time and advocates for a balanced approach to work and life. 

Subtheme: Resources to Promote Inclusivity 
Lloyd provided foundational thoughts for this subtheme, “In my 34 years, things have changed drastically, you got to be a teacher that can roll with the punches, move with the flow, and understand who your kids are and where they are coming from.” Specifically, Lainey shared, 
“My students deserve to see themselves in the careers we teach them about.”

Theme: Why We Stay
Subtheme: I Have What I Need
Multiple stories were shared by SBAE teachers who left the profession and returned, their experience portray real stories for why ag teachers leave a profession they love. They also portray why they consider leaving and why they stay. Ultimately, John’s perspective is, “if a job opportunity outside of education came up, I mean I would consider it even though I’m not actively looking.” Jimmy shares in support “it is always nice to feel wanted.” 

Subtheme: I Love It and I Am Valued
When asked by his doctor recently about when he would retire, Lloyd responded “I was looking to retire just a couple of years ago, but now I’ve changed my mind because I enjoy going to work.” Although teachers feel good professionally and want to continue working, conversations surrounding retirement with medical professionals were shared by Walker, “I’m now 25 years in, I’ve developed some health issues, and it has slowed me down…my concern is that I cannot do for the kids what I feel like I need to do.” At some point, age and health will make the ultimate decision for these ag teachers. However, feelings such as Monica’s keep teachers because, as she stated, “I work in a district where I am valued and supported by staff, and by family, and by students…the overarching feeling is that I am wanted here which makes me want to stay.”

Conclusions and Implications

Professional development that is offered through networking and the ease of calling up someone who knows someone who knows the answer is pivotal. Perhaps, this demonstration of connectivity (Moser & McKim, 2020) through collaborative networks (Delay & Washburn, 2013) exhibits positive indicators that inform intentions relating back to TPB (Ajzen, 1991). Technical skill development dates back to Montgomery (1952) and remains a relevant need among SBAE teachers today who are focused on both the content they teach and the agricultural context in which they teach (Roberts & Ball, 2009). Furthermore, SBAE teachers prefer to receive professional development from fellow SBAE teachers; this aligns with previous research in modeling and apprenticeship opportunities (D’Abate et al., 2003; Ragins et al., 2000). 

SBAE teachers are most interested in professional development that allows them to learn and improve their practice together. Previous research supports the needs identified by teachers regarding SAE management and FFA Advisement (DiBenedetto et al., 2018; Duncan et al., 2006). SBAE teachers indicated work-life balance is a concern given the extra responsibilities associated with the profession. When considering the conceptual model, these concerns are directly connected with attitudes, norms, and controls (Ajzen, 1991) in addition to developing and sustaining (Myung et al., 2013) SBAE teachers. 

Recommendations

State and national level support specialists in SBAE are encouraged to evaluate effective structures that are valued by SBAE teachers regarding professional growth and development. Further, it is recommended that states that do not have strong collaboration and development opportunities look to other states that are offering innovation resources. SBAE teachers are encouraged to continue sharing their perceptions while working collaboratively in their school districts and state associations to build the support structures they need. Research is needed on the relationships and networking that is developed among SBAE teachers on local, state, and national levels to understand the connections that create purposeful professional networks. Additionally, SBAE teacher and administrative relationships should be considered through the lens of local professional networks. Research is also needed to identify current professional development opportunities that are available and effectively influencing SBAE teachers. Finally, Further research should explore strategies that support SBAE teachers in maintaining a healthy work-life balance.
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